In this investigation, the extent to which differences were present in benchmark scores as a function of community college student honors course enrollment status was investigated using data from the Community College Survey of Student Engagement. Statistically significant differences were revealed for all 5 benchmark scores (i.e., active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty, and support for learners). Students who had been enrolled in an honors course had benchmark scores that were 9 to 16 points higher than their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course, reflecting higher levels of scholastic engagement, deeper connections with instructors and peers, and greater use of academic and student support services.
Introduction
Benchmark scores have become a common data point reviewed and analyzed by college administrators. Levy and Ronco [1] reported that the notion of benchmarking may have originated from the work of ancient Egyptian surveyors or cobblers taking measurements. Modern benchmarking provides organizations with information to measure institutional performance or completion of objectives. Data produced through benchmarking are used: (a) for reports to external local and state entities, (b) for accreditation agency reporting, and (c) to gauge internal performance [2] . Ewell [3] suggested that community colleges should harness reporting requirements and benchmarking to examine organizational performance and strengthen institutions.
A benchmark score can be used by community colleges and by 4-year universities to (a) determine if a goal was attained, (b) set a baseline for improvement, or (c) compare performance with a peer institution or a group of institutions. Benchmarks are defined as, "quantitative standards or criteria by which something can be judged or measured" [3] . e Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) is one of several instruments with benchmarking tools developed for community colleges. Specifically developed for 4-year postsecondary settings is the National Survey for Student Engagement (NSSE) that was created by the Lumina Foundation.
e Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE) developed the instrument to measure the frequency and success of community college initiatives that helped students reach their postsecondary educational goals [4] . According to McClenney [5] , the survey is grounded in research findings from (a) Pace [6] , regarding the experiences of students, (b) Astin's [7] work on student involvement, (c) Chickering and Gamson's [8] effective undergraduate practices, and (d) Kuh's [9] focus on student engagement.
Institutional practices can be developed to encourage student success. Tinto [10] focused on four elements present in CCSSE benchmarks that have institutional influence: (a) setting high expectations of students; (b) supporting students in the academic, social, and financial realms; (c) offering frequent and timely assessment and communication with students; and (d) providing students with opportunities for involvement. In a study of the five CCSSE benchmark scores, McClenney and Marti [11] observed that student engagement had a moderate effect on GPA for students enrolled in Florida community colleges. When examining individual CCSSE benchmarks, McClenney and Marti [11] reported small effects for the active and collaborative learning benchmark on course completion and associate degree attainment. A small effect on associate degree attainment was also observed for student effort and support learners' benchmarks. Greater levels of engagement had the most positive influence on the GPA of academically underprepared and Black students. When three independent studies were examined, active and collaborative learning, academic challenge, and student-faculty interaction benchmarks had the greatest influence on degree attainment [11] . Price and Tovar [12] reported that active and collaborative learning and support for learners had predictive values for institutional graduation rates.
e resulting data can be used by institutions to improve teaching and learning [13] . Since 2003, the survey has been administered in random sections of courses annually during the spring semester [5] . Upon completion of CCSSE administration by institutions, colleges receive data that can be used to compare: (a) full-time and part-time students; (b) individual institutional data with all participating institutions; (c) individual institutional data with institutions of a similar size; and (d) consortium data if a college is part of a consortium [3] .
Results of the CCSSE survey are used to generate five benchmarks: (a) active and collaborative learning, (b) student effort, (c) academic challenge, (d) student-faculty, and (e) support for learners. Scholarship related to benchmark score comparisons based on honors course enrollment status is limited. Ross and Roman [14] , in an analysis of honors and nonhonors students at one Florida community college using CCSSE survey results, determined the presence of a higher degree of academic engagement in general courses. Conceptually related survey items examined by Ross and Roman [14] were grouped together to develop benchmarks. Honors students indicated a greater degree of class participation and academic preparation, and they expended more effort than the students' perceived capability than nonhonors students. Also, honors students indicated that honors courses emphasized more critical thinking including analysis, synthesis, and problem solving. Ross and Roman [14] indicated lower levels of engagement for honors students compared to nonhonors students regarding career plans, career goals, email communication with faculty, discussion of grades or assignments with faculty, and solving numerical problems.
e first CCSSE assessment, the active and collaborative learning benchmark, can be used to understand academic participation [15] . For this benchmark, students were asked to answer 12 questions that described how often they participated in specific activities in the classroom including class discussions, presentations, and group work. Students answered questions about class-related activities occurring outside of the classroom, including questions about (a) group projects, (b) tutoring or teaching other students, and (c) participation in a community-based project. Discussion of readings or course information was also factored into the active and collaborative learning benchmark. is benchmark was developed using Chickering and Gamson's [8] practices for student-to-student collaboration principles and active learning techniques.
e second benchmark, student effort, is calculated based on student responses to eight questions [15] . e questions include (a) preparation of multiple drafts of a paper, (b) working on projects requiring synthesis of researched sources, (c) attending class unprepared, (d) personal reading, and (e) time spent preparing for classes. Other questions in this benchmark are related to the use of tutoring services, skill labs (e.g., writing and mathematics), and computer labs. is benchmark was developed using Chickering and Gamson's [8] undergraduate principle regarding the importance of time-on-task, a quantification of student effort.
Academic challenge, the third benchmark, is calculated based on the responses to 10 questions that reflect the academic rigors experienced by students [15] . Five questions are focused on mental activities in courses, including (a) conceptual analysis, (b) synthesis of information, (c) evaluation of data, (d) theoretical applications, and (e) development of new skills using current information. is benchmark was created based on Chickering and Gamson's [8] principle of high expectations, time-on-task guidelines, and active learning recommendations. Although students may initially express negative feelings about rigorous work, substantive learning that goes beyond rudimentary exercises resulted in students expressing positive feelings about learning [16] . Responses for questions about the quantity of course materials and written papers and time spent studying were included in the academic challenge score. Lastly, questions related to the level of challenge presented to students through exams and by instructors were included in the benchmark. e fourth benchmark, student-faculty interaction, is a measure of connections between students and faculty. e benchmark is calculated by examining student responses to six questions. Responses to three questions about the frequency of communication with faculty, including discussion of grades and assignments, use of e-mail for correspondence, and receiving written or verbal feedback on performance, were used to calculate the benchmark. e other three questions included in this benchmark are related to discussions with faculty on a variety of topics including readings or class materials, career plans, and work on activities beyond coursework. e foundation for the development of this benchmark was Chickering and Gamson's [8] assertion that increased faculty-student interactions led to increased motivation and engagement for students.
e fifth CCSSE benchmark, support for learners, consists of responses to seven questions related to the level of support perceived by students from their institution. Questions are related to the level of support available to help students succeed, which include (a) encouragement of interactions with a diverse student community; (b) support in managing nonacademic responsibilities; (c) social support; and (d) financial support. Two additional questions related to the utilization of academic advising and career counseling were also included in this benchmark. is benchmark is derived from Chickering and Gamson's [8] suggestion that the institutional environment has a significant influence on the quality of a student's education.
Statement of the Problem
Approximately 56.4% of students who first enrolled at a public community college in 2014, continued into their second year [17] . is perceived lack of success has led to a focus on collegiate practices. Questions have been raised by government officials and the public about the role of taxpayer subsidies for educational initiatives [18] , and the level of public financial support has trended lower [19] . Community college administrators are being asked by accreditation boards, local, state, and federal government agencies and the public to demonstrate institutional effectiveness through data that illustrated standards and cost-effectiveness [1, 2] . erefore, the process of collecting, analyzing, and utilizing data for developing effective initiatives that benefit students as they work toward educational and career goals is vital.
Many benchmarking endeavors are characterized by an informal collection and utilization of best practices from internal and external entities [1] . Although benchmarking is a standard practice in business settings, formalized benchmarking processes are not common in higher education. e culture of higher education has been resistant to the use of assessment tools, and administrators in higher education have collected the expected clarifying data for improvement [1] . Also, the data collection process is challenging and expensive with no guarantee institutions will benefit from the investment.
Community colleges can benefit by making use of data to improve institutional performance and student success. Many traditional measures of institutional effectiveness may provide an inaccurate picture of community college effectiveness [3] . Benchmarking becomes difficult when institutions operate independently to be responsive to demands by the community in which the college is located. Many higher education performance measures were developed based on measures of success, such as retention and graduation, that are more difficult to attain in an open enrollment educational setting [3] . Community colleges benefit through the development of benchmarking tools that function in a manner in which the effectiveness of institutional programs and processes are reliably measured [4] .
Purpose of the Study
e purpose of this study was to determine the degree to which differences were present in college engagement benchmark scores between students who had been enrolled in an honors course and students who had not been enrolled in an honors course. Specifically addressed were active and collaborative learning benchmark scores, student effort benchmark scores, academic challenge benchmark scores, student-faculty benchmark scores, and support for learners benchmark scores by the honors course enrollment status of community college students. Because a national dataset was analyzed in this empirical study, information obtained may be of interest to community college administrators in the United States. Readers should note that this article resulted from Korah's [20] doctoral dissertation.
Significance of the Study
Honors education, particularly at community colleges, has not been examined extensively. Community college samples are used by education researchers in less than 10% of higher education investigations [11] . Current research specifically focused on honors education in community colleges is nominal [21, 22] . e majority of honors education related dissertations and publications have been qualitative [22] , and a large-scale quantitative study of honors education in community colleges has not occurred since the late 1990s [23] .
erefore, community college administrators and leaders may consider results of this empirical investigation of college engagement when determining strategies for allocating limited resources.
Research Questions
In this empirical investigation, one overarching research question was addressed: What is the difference in college engagement benchmark scores between students who had been enrolled in an honors course and students who had not been enrolled in an honors course? Specific subquestions under this overarching research question were (a) What is the difference in active and collaborative learning benchmark scores by honors course enrollment status?; (b) What is the difference in student effort benchmark scores by honors course enrollment status?; (c) What is the difference in academic challenge benchmark scores by honors course enrollment status?; (d) What is the difference in student-faculty benchmark scores by honors course enrollment status?; and (e) What is the difference in support for learners benchmark scores by honors course enrollment status?
Method

Research Design.
A nonexperimental, causal-comparative research design was used in this study [24, 25] . In this type of nonexperimental causal-comparative research, the independent variable cannot be manipulated. e events represented through the archival data had already occurred [25] . e independent variable that was analyzed was the honors course enrollment status of community college students who completed the survey. e dependent variables were the college engagement benchmark scores of community college students who participated in the survey.
Participants and Instrumentation.
e CCCSE provided an archival data set consisting of a 25% random sample of the 2014 three-year (2012 through 2014) CCSSE cohort.
e data set contained responses from 108,509 students who completed the CCSSE survey, including almost 7,000 students who indicated enrolling in an honors course. A total of 684 institutions in 48 states, the District of Columbia, select Canadian provinces, and three island nations [26] were included in the data set. e locations of the community colleges in the sample included 147 colleges in urban areas, 149 colleges in suburban areas, and 395 colleges in rural areas. e sizes of enrollments in the dataset also varied with 296 small sized colleges with enrollments of less than 4,500 students; 168 medium sized college with enrollments of 4,500 to 7,999 students; 141 large colleges with 8,000 to 14,999 students; and 79 extralarge colleges with 15,000 or more students [15] .
e CCSSE survey included 38 questions designed to ascertain student views on the academic and nonacademic college environment. Question types included in the survey included ratings, Likert scales, and multiple choice questions. e reliability, validity, and consistency between first and second administrations of the survey have been validated [13] . Responses from survey items related to institutional practices and student behaviors that bolster student engagement and positively influence learning and persistence were used to calculate benchmark scores [15] . Specifically, responses for questions related to active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenges, student-faculty interactions, and support for learners were used to develop benchmarks. e active and collaborative learning benchmark is a measure of student participation in class discussions, presentations, group work, outside class group projects, peer tutoring, participation in community projects, and discussion of course information outside of the classroom [15] . e student effort benchmark score is based on academic efforts in preparation of multiple paper drafts, synthesis of information, attending class unprepared, personal reading, preparation for classes, and utilization of academic support services and facilities. e academic challenge benchmark is a synthesis of student responses to questions about the mental activities required for courses, quantity of academic work, amount of student effort, and level of challenge in exams and from instructors. Studentfaculty interactions measure the connection between students and faculty developed through frequency of communication and topic of communication. Support for learners is a benchmark of the level of academic support services and personal support services available to students [15] .
Results
Data were analyzed to determine the extent to which differences were present in college engagement benchmark scores between students who had been enrolled in an honors course and their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course. A multivariate analysis of variance (MAN-OVA) was the statistical analysis conducted as the dependent variable of benchmark scores (i.e., active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty, and support for learners) consisted of continuous and interval level data. Prior to conducting the MANOVA procedure, the underlying assumptions for data normality were checked. Specifically examined were Box's Test of Equality of Covariance and Levene's Test of Equality of Error Variances. Although these assumptions were not met, due to the robustness of a MANOVA procedure, Field [27] contends that this procedure is appropriate for this investigation.
e MANOVA revealed a statistically significant difference, Wilks' Λ � .96, p < 0.001, partial η 2 � .04, in college engagement benchmark scores between students who had been enrolled in an honors course and students who had not been enrolled in an honors course. Using Cohen's [28] criteria, a small effect size was present. Follow-up univariate analysis of variance procedures revealed statistically significant differences between students who had enrolled in an honors course and students who had not enrolled in an honors course in their active and collaborative learning benchmark score, F(1, 79092) � 2664.64, p < 0.001, partial η 2 � .033, a small effect size; student effort benchmark score, F(1, 79092) � 1128.90, p < 0.001, partial η 2 � .014, a small effect size; academic challenge benchmark score, F(1, 79092) � 1237.61, p < 0.001, partial η 2 � .015, a small effect size; student-faculty benchmark score, F(1, 79092) � 2057.48, p < 0.001, partial η 2 � .025, a small effect size; and for the support for learners benchmark score, F(1, 79092) � 919.14, p < 0.001, partial η 2 � .011, a small effect size. Accordingly, the five effect sizes in this investigation were small effect sizes [28] .
Following these five univariate analysis of variance procedures, descriptive statistics were examined to determine where the statistically significant differences were. Readers should note that all benchmark scores were converted to a T-score reporting format so that scores across the benchmarks can be compared and contrasted. In a T-score format, the M value is always 50 and the SD is always 10. With respect to student active and collaborative learning benchmark scores, students who had been enrolled in an honors course had an average score that was approximately 16 points higher than for students who had not been enrolled in an honors course. Presented in Table 1 are the descriptive statistics pertaining to this analysis. e second research subquestion was focused on student effort benchmark scores by honors course enrollment status. e average benchmark scores for students who had been enrolled in an honors course was approximately 10 points higher than for their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course. e difference in benchmark scores reflects Table 2 .
e focus of the third research subquestion was on academic challenge benchmark scores by honors course enrollment status. Students who had been enrolled in an honors course had an average score that was approximately 11 points higher in their academic challenge benchmark score than their peers who not been enrolled in an honors course. As such, students who had been enrolled in an honors course reported more engagement in intellectual activities required for courses, quantity of academic work, amount of student effort, and level of challenge experienced by students during exams and from instructors than their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course. Descriptive statistics for this analysis are revealed in Table 3 .
e fourth research subquestion was focused on studentfaculty benchmark scores by student honors course enrollment status. Benchmark scores for students who had been enrolled in an honors course were approximately 14 points higher than their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course. With respect to the student-faculty benchmark score, students who had been enrolled in an honors course reported more frequent communication and greater breadth in topics of communication between instructors and students than their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course. Table 4 contains the descriptive statistics for this analysis.
e focus of the fifth research subquestion was on the support for learners benchmark scores by honors course enrollment status. Students who had been enrolled in an honors course had an average score that was approximately 9 points higher for this benchmark, a measure of academic support services and student support services available for students, than their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course. Presented in Table 5 are the descriptive statistics for this analysis.
Discussion
In this empirical investigation, the degree to which differences were present in college engagement benchmark scores between students who had been enrolled in an honors course and their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course was addressed. National data from more than 108,000 community college students who completed the CCSSE survey were used to conduct this analysis. Statistically significant differences were revealed for all five benchmark scores (i.e., active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty, and support for learners). Students who had been enrolled in an honors course had benchmark scores that were 9 to 16 points higher than their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course, reflecting higher levels of scholastic engagement, deeper connections with instructors and their peers, and greater use of academic and student support services.
Connections with Existing Literature.
e benchmark scores that had the greatest predictive value regarding student graduation rates were the active and collaborative learning and support for learners benchmarks [12] . e finding regarding the predictive value of the active and collaborative benchmark was also observed by McClenney and Marti [11] . McClenney and Marti [11] also reported that the academic challenge and student-faculty benchmarks had predictive value regarding degree attainment. With respect to the active and collaborative learning benchmark, students who had been enrolled in honors courses averaged 16.14 more points for this benchmark, the largest disparity between the two groups among the five benchmark scores.
us, students who had been enrolled in an honors course had more opportunities to participate in class discussions, presentations, group work, outside class group projects, peer tutoring, participation in community projects, and discussions of course information outside the classroom. A combination of in-class and out-of-class opportunities may positively influence students striving to reach their academic goals.
e second largest disparity in benchmark scores, 14.21 points, between students who had been enrolled in an honors course and their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course, was present in the student-faculty interaction benchmark. Students who had been enrolled in an honors course reported greater frequency of communication with faculty (i.e., discussion of grades and assignments, email correspondence, and written or verbal feedback on academic performance) and greater frequency of interactions with faculty (i.e., discussion of readings or class material, career plan consultation, or work on noncourse activities). Greater interactions with faculty may be influenced by smaller class sizes common in honors courses [29, 30] . Smaller classes may provide more opportunities for interaction between students and faculty and may increase rapport between students and instructors. Class participation by students decreased due to fear or lack of confidence [31] and feelings of infallible authority regarding faculty [32] . According to Weaver and Qi [33] ; interacting with faculty outside of the classroom led students to feel more confident, be less fearful of faculty criticism, and participate more in class discussions than their peers who had fewer out-of-class interactions with faculty.
e support for learners benchmark (i.e., institutional encouragement to interact with a diversity of students, support managing nonacademic responsibilities, social support, financial support, use of academic advising, and use of career counseling) had the smallest mean difference in scores of all five benchmarks, approximately 9 points, between students who had been enrolled in an honors course Education Research Internationaland their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course. us, although students who had been enrolled in an honors course perceived a greater level of support from the academic institution, the contrast was not as stark as other benchmarks. e use of academic advising services has been positive for retention [34, 35] and persistence [36] rates. Consulting with financial aid counselors can also positively influence student retention through financial guidance regarding college costs and financial aid [37] .
Implications for Policy and for
Practice. e findings from this study lead to several implications for policy and practice. First, students who had been enrolled in an honors course had a greater number of opportunities for a more robust academic experience as reflected in the large disparity in the academic and collaborative benchmark score. is benchmark also had the greatest predictive value for degree attainment [11, 12] . us, institutional leaders should consider current curriculum and teaching strategies to determine if instructional techniques should be modified to include more active and collaborative learning opportunities. Opportunities outside the classroom such as field work, civic engagement, or service learning may also provide experiential opportunities to enhance student learning.
Second, students who had not been enrolled in an honors course had statistically significantly fewer interactions with faculty than their peers who had been enrolled in an honors course. Although the larger number of interactions in honors courses may partially reflect smaller class sizes, it is vital to provide opportunities for all students who desire connections with faculty inside and outside the classroom. Administrators should examine student-to-instructor ratios to determine if some disciplines need more instructors in order to reduce class sizes. Additionally, instructors should be provided with informal opportunities to interact with students such as advising student clubs, serving as academic advisors, or by providing supplemental instruction through labs or one-on-one tutoring. Both monetary and nonmonetary rewards may be considered as additional incentives for faculty.
Recommendations for Future
Research. Based upon the results of this study, several recommendations for future research can be made. First, as few investigations of honors programs in community colleges have been published, opportunities exist for more inquiries into honors programs in community colleges [21, 22] . Specifically, quantitative investigations are minimal in the literature. Second, this quantitative study should be replicated by researchers using more current data to determine if similar conclusions can be drawn.
ird, researchers should consider using data from the National Survey of Student Engagement to extend this investigation to students at 4-year universities and determine the generalizability of these findings. Fourth, an examination of CCSSE data that is reflective of scholastic engagement and faculty engagement, between students who had been enrolled in an honors course and their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course, is of value. Lastly, further research using CCSSE data on student support service use differences between these two groups of students is recommended. Additional research on support service use that analyzes CCSSE data would be complimentary to this study.
Conclusion
In this nationwide investigation, the extent to which differences were present in benchmark scores between students who had been enrolled in an honors course and their peers who had not been enrolled in an honors course was examined. Statistically significant differences were revealed for all five benchmark scores (i.e., active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty, and support for learners) between the two groups of students. Students who had been enrolled in an honors course had benchmark scores that were 9 to 16 points higher than students who had not been enrolled in an honors course, reflecting higher levels of scholastic engagement, deeper connections with instructors and their peers, and greater use of academic and student support services. Opportunities may be present for community college leaders to reduce the benchmark score disparity through championing innovative instructional techniques and encouraging student use of support services and by providing opportunities for students to have positive interactions with faculty.
Data Availability e data we obtained were provided to us free of charge from the organization that administers the CCSSE survey. Readers who would want similar data will need to contact that organization. 
